ABSTRACT There is ongoing debate on a global level about (the lack of) women in senior leadership. Despite years of discussion about the alleged advantages of gender diversity progress has been glacial: top management roles and senior positions of power throughout society remain largely the preserve of men. This critical review explores how women's power is narratively constructed in two dominant European cultures, Germany and Britain, and how stories told about women's representation in top level executive leadership may impact individual identities, possibilities and ambitions. Using thematic and discourse analysis, this article covers empirical research, academic writing, government reports, non-fiction and fictional writing, and some anecdotal evidence gathered by the author, who has executive experience spanning two decades in multinational corporations. For reasons of space, I focus on just three of the stories currently dominating the discussion about gender equality in business: first, the story that there is nothing or little left to fight for, the battle is won; second, the story that gender equality is straightforward because there is a business case for parity; and third, the story that women are not at the top because women choose not to run the world. Each of these has a counternarrative supported by empirical and anecdotal evidence, which I outline; nonetheless, I argue, they serve to maintain the status quo in leadership, reassuring those in power that they have no responsibility for (and therefore no responsibility seriously to address) the lack of women in top positions. I suggest on the basis of the evidence that the cultural narratives of Britain and Germany are remarkably similar and that the prospects of gender equality at the top occurring in our lifetime are dismal. A juxtaposition of the (contradictory) narratives paints a more holistic picture of the discursive sea we all swim in, relevant to scholars of gender equality and women's leadership across disciplines as well as government policy departments. As qualitative methodologies, narrative and discourse analysis cannot provide definitive answers. They can, however, provide a basis for reflecting on how dominant stories impact individuals and the cultural atmosphere. This article is published as part as part of a collection on the role of women in management and business.
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"We have come a long way; the battle is won"
When historians look back on the first 15 years of the 21 st century, they may well conclude that the period witnessed the first stage of a fundamental rearrangement of civil society, exemplified by a substantial influx of women into leadership positions. (Thomson and Laurent, 2015: xiv) Narratives of success. "We've come so far. We really have" claimed UK Government Minister Priti Patel, speaking at an industry conference to mark international women's day (see also WICT, 2016) . She reminded her audience that less than a hundred years ago women were fighting for the right to vote. Her emphasis on celebrating the achievements of the suffragette and women's liberation movements and her optimism about steady progress is not uncommon: Emily Wilding Davison's death in 1913, when she threw herself in front of King George V's horse for the cause of women's suffrage, has been a favourite anecdote at women's conferences in 2016, told to inspire cheerfulness about the tremendous progress made since. Catherine Hakim (2012: introduction) , formerly senior research fellow at London School of Economics, claims that the legislative milestones which enshrined equality in the UK law have successfully stimulated "massive changes" and transformed women's lives (the Equal Pay Act took effect in 1970, and the Sex Discrimination Act was passed in 1975). The German journalist Bascha Mika asserts that women have "not only come a long way but circumnavigated the world several times over" 2 (Mika, 2012: 47) , contrasting circumstances in 1900 with equality legislation now in place. To prove how far we have come, Alison Wolf, Professor of Public Sector Management, reaches all the way back to Jane Austen's decision in 1802 to break off her engagement: "to marry or not was a once and for all decision. Everything else about her life would follow from it; and her control over her own fate was, either way, deeply limited. No educated female in the developed world today stands where she stood. And that is progress" (Wolf, 2013: 286) .
According to Tutchell and Edmonds (2015: 3) the British "national consensus" is that gender parity is only a matter of time: "just wait a little longer and all will be well". That reflects a widely held belief in both Germany and Britain that the struggle for gender equality is effectively over: "we're already there […] . Women are allowed to vote? Tick! They are allowed to study? Tick! They can earn their own money? Tick! Women can achieve the highest political office and become chancellor? Tick!" 3 (Wizorek, 2014: 11) . Sir Stuart Rose, former Chairman of Marks & Spencer and a life peer, has his own list of proof points and insists that "there really are no glass ceilings despite the fact that some of you moan about it all the time […] . You've got a woman fighter pilot who went on to join the Red Arrows […] . I mean what else do you want, for God's sake? Women astronauts. Women miners. Women dentists. Women doctors. Women managing directors. What is it you haven't got?" (Banyard, 2011: 1) . In Germany the sentiment is similar: according to a study conducted in 2013 by the Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach 4 , two thirds of German men believe that women do not need more equality, and 28% believe that too much emphasis is being placed on equality (Domscheit-Berg, 2015: 13) . Doris Lessing, a Nobel prizewinner for literature, worries for the men that we have arrived at "an unconscious bias in our society: girls are wonderful; boys are terrible" (Banyard, 2011: 1) . Rosin (2012: 5) has even declared the "end of men", and asserts that "our vast and struggling middle class, where the disparities between men and women are greatest, is slowly turning into a matriarchy, with men increasingly absent from the workforce and from home, and women making all the decisions". Wolf (2013: 2) explains how "working women are creating a new society" and claims that "incrementally, but irreversibly, women's penetration in the world's elites is changing both men and women's daily activities and their personal lives".
Professor in Human Resource Management Durbin (2016: 14) has concluded that feminism has become a "dirty word" or at best a controversial term. For some young women, rejecting it has become a way to construct themselves as modern and liberated (Durbin, 2016 : 13, Kelan, 2012 . Post-feminism seems de rigueur: more than 40,000 facebook users have "liked" the "women against feminism" page since 2013. They might agree with Emily Hill, in her recent Spectator feature: "Feminism is over, the battle is won. Time to move on". For the young writer, feminists are "determined to drain the fun from life, and illustrate how awful it is to be a woman" (Hill, 2015) . In Germany, too, a popularly held view especially among young women (Echtermaier, 2014 ) is that feminism is past its sell-by date, and patriarchy from yesteryear (Dössel, 2010) . The author and journalist Von Rönne (2015) declared, aged 24, that feminism disgusts her. Her April 2015 article in the broadsheet Die Welt made her a media phenomenon overnight (Haas, 2016) .
Statistics: another side to the story Women hold only a small proportion of the most powerfuland best paid-jobs in Britain. The odds against this situation occurring by accident are astronomical. (Tutchell and Edmonds (2015: 176) .
The statistics of our "supposedly 'equal society,' with nothing left for women to want or fight for" (Bates, 2014: 14) tell a different story. Official data and research published by the government, leading think tanks and consulting firms shows that we have not come as far as popular discourses suggest. At a time where women hold the majority of academic qualifications and make up half of the workforce, the hard data indicate that men still have a firm grip on all positions of high impact decision-making, opinion leadership and power in the United Kingdom and Germany (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 7, 26; Domscheit-Berg, 2015: 16-20) . The average gender pay gap in the United Kingdom and Germany is among the worst in Europe; over the past decade both countries have dropped in equal pay rank (World Economic Forum, 2015) . In some (male)-dominated industries and at the top of their profession, men are getting paid more than twice as much as women, for the same work (Anonymous, 2015; TUC, 2015; Allan, 2016) . Sex discrimination at work occurs for an overwhelming majority of mothers in the United Kingdom (Wizorek, 2014: 109; HM Government, 2016) . More than half the female UK and German population have reported sexual harassment (YouGov, 2016) . Everyday sexism and social and online media abuse against women have become well-documented, large-scale phenomena in both countries. The much touted equality legislation appears to have failed to produce the intended outcomes-the real situation remains unequal (Drescher and Schrott, 2015) .
In Europe, including the United Kingdom and Germany, women now represent 60% of the workforce (Rosin, 2012) . Twenty-first-century women are more academically qualified then men, making up 55% of graduates in Germany (Lorenzo et al., 2016) and 60% of talent in Europe (European Commission, 2012) , as well as globally (Wittenberg-Cox, 2012) . However, in the United Kingdom and in Germany, men hold an overwhelming majority of the most senior positions of power throughout government, private companies, the media, the judiciary, law enforcement and the military. In the United Kingdom, as of March 2016, men represented 100% of Generals, Major Generals and Brigadiers; 94% of CEOs in Britain's 100 biggest companies (FTSE 100); 95% of Chief Editors of national newspapers (that is, one woman); 92% of Supreme Court Judges; 86% of Police Chief Constables; 79% of university Vice Chancellors and 71% of MPs (see Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 7, 26) . In Germany, the picture is similar, with men representing 100% of Generals and Admirals; 100% of CEOs in Germany's 30 largest listed companies (DAX); 93% of top managers; 98% of Chief Editors for the German media; 89% of senior (C-4) professorships; 69% of federal constitutional judges; 64% of MPs.
When it comes to top positions, then, women are either completely absent, participate in homeopathic doses, or at best form a weak minority (Domscheit-Berg, 2015: 16-20) . The fact that both countries now have a woman political leader seems unlikely to change these statistics, if the case of Angela Merkel over the past decade is anything to go by: between 1994-2014 the proportion of women in leadership positions in Germany grew by only 0.7% (Lorenzo et al., 2016: 4) .
When it comes to equal pay, quantitative data suggest that at current pace our granddaughters will still be waiting for parity. The latest World Economic Forum gender gap report (November 2015) calculates that it will take another 118 years-or until 2133 -until the global pay gap between men and women is closed. Since the annual study, which compares 145 countries for overall gender equality, was first published in 2006, both Germany and the United Kingdom have dropped in overall rank (Germany to 11th place from 5th in 2006, the United Kingdom to 18th from 9th in 2006). The relatively slow pace of progress in comparison with other countries is echoed in the report's assessment that Germany is 60 years away from closing its pay gap. Professional services firm Deloitte forecasts that pay parity is another 53 years away in the United Kingdom (Codd and Lewis, 2016) . Against a 16% European average, Austria (23%) and Estonia (29%) are the only countries with a greater gender pay differential than Germany's (22%) (World Economic Forum, 2015) . The UK fares marginally better at 20% (Eurostat, 2016: 51) , yet a TUC analysis shows that in the United Kingdom, the highest paid men take home 55% more than their female colleagues (2015). The German news magazine Focus has warned of a huge pay gap particularly in the legal profession, which has a 39% pay gap, and in senior management, with a difference of 37% ("Riesige Gehaltslücke: Diese Jobs sollten Frauen lieber nicht ergreifen"; Anonymous, 20.03.2015) ; but the warning the piece gives women to avoid those professions seems to appeal to them to collude with the status quo. Despite the UK Equal Pay Act, women's lifetime earnings lag on average between £300,000 and £423,000 behind men's (CMI, 2013; Allan, 2016) .
This data shows a clear discrepancy between what national and European law on equal pay appears to guarantee and what is being delivered, as well an adverse trend in both countries considered here.
In the United Kingdom, 60% of women have had a male colleague behave "inappropriately" towards them (Slater and Gordon, 2013) , 64% of all women and 85% of young women between 18-24 have received unwanted sexual attention in a public place (YouGov, 2016) , and 33% of girls aged 13-17 have experienced some form of sexual abuse (Barter et al., 2009) . A recent government study (HM Government, 2016) found that 77% of women had a negative or possibly discriminatory experience during pregnancy, maternity leave, and/or on return from maternity leave. Such discrimination has risen from 45% in 2005, according to the report. In Germany, according to the Federal Department for family, elderly, women and youth (note, adult men are not deemed to need a dedicated Government Department), 58.2% of women have experienced sexual harassment either at work or in society at large (Wizorek, 2014: 109) .
A new generation of feminists is speaking out. Anke Domscheit-Berg, for example, former Microsoft executive, internet activist and politician has published her "wake-up call", titled "A little bit equal isn't enough! Why we are still a long way from gender equality" 5 . A public debate on everyday sexism has been instigated in the United Kingdom and Germany. The 2013 hashtag "outcry" 6 , which coincided with the Stern journalist's, Laura Himmerreich's, report on sexist behaviour by the chair of the German liberals Rainer Brüderle (FDP), created a "media hurricane" (Bielby and Matthes, 2015: 253) . Initiated by blogger Anne Wizorek, it was the first ever hashtag to win the coveted Grimme Online Award (the Grimme-Preis is the most prestigious award for German television) and led to Wizorek's manifesto for a contemporary feminism (Weil ein #Aufschrei nicht reicht. Für einen Feminismus von heute, Wizorek, 2014) . Sexual attacks on a large number of women during the new year celebrations of 2015-16 in Cologne reignited the debate over how vehemently and how often a woman needs to say "no" to sexual advances before the law is on her side (Emcke, 2016) . In the United Kingdom, Bates' (2014) "everyday sexism" blog, started in 2012, has drawn media attention and resulted in a book summarizing key themes from more than 100,000 entries to the blog. Kat Banyard argues that we are faced with The Equality Illusion (2011), and that feminism continues to be one of the most urgent and relevant social justice campaigns today, while Kira Cochrane celebrates the rise of fourth wave of feminism in all the rebel women (2013). "Many recent stories have shown that any woman who is visible in our society-whatever her age, her sexuality, her ethnic background, her politics-is vulnerable to threats of rape and violence" writes Natasha Walter in the introduction to the 2015 edition of her 2010 book Living Dolls: The Return of Sexism (Walter, 2015: xvii) . That is corroborated by numerous female journalists, MPs, bloggers and twitter users who have experienced severe online abuse on gender grounds, whether they were making "feminist" observations or not (Penny, 2014; Wizorek, 2014; Criado-Perez, 2015: 121-127) . A cross party national campaign was launched in May 2016 to tackle growing online misogyny in the United Kingdom, following research which revealed that during a 3-week period from the end of April 2016, 6,500 individuals received 10,000 aggressive tweets containing the words "slut" or "whore"'. But German federal president Joachim Gauck has dismissed the debate in the FRG as "moral fervour", and concluded that "whilst there's still ground to be covered on the female question I can't detect a grave, widespread adverse male attitude towards women in this country" 7 (Mascolo and von Hammstein, 2013) .
Narrativising the battle as non-existent. Presented with the statistics, "many men try to insist each example of unfairness is either unusual or temporary or trivial. And many women are loath to draw any general conclusions and are inclined to say that life is too short to make a fuss every time a woman is treated worse" (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 52) . Fiske and Lee (2008) have identified a type of sexism that questions the notion that sexism still exists, and disapproves of those who think it does. The narrative thus constructed is that no structural action is needed because women can achieve parity on an individual basis. Individual businesswomen I have spoken with have even expressed doubt that the "terrible" statistics I cite are true, as such things "don't happen in my world".
Some academics have warned that the "we've come a long way" narrative leads us to take our eye off the ball: "where there has been no powerful movement campaigning for women's rights, women have suffered reverses, progress is not steady and inexorable, without a powerful movement maintaining the pressure, improvements come very slowly, tend to be fragile and the position of women is likely to be eroded" (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 4) . This seems to be supported by recent examples: the pace of change has not kept up after the UK Davies closing report in October 2015, and numbers of women on Boards have slightly declined over the nine subsequent months (Vinnicombe et al., 2016) . In Germany, Drescher and Schrott (2015: 1) have noted that changes are slow and variable, with female Board representation declining year on year despite media coverage on gender parity. A leading academic in the field of gender in educational leadership, Coleman, (2011: 12) believes that the prospects of achieving progress without the aid of further policies are grim: "It seems not only inequitable but positively bizarre that only around 11% of the directors of boards of the top FTSE companies in the UK are women and that without legislation to change that situation, as in Norway, there is little to indicate a major change in the near future". Other academics have criticised the current approach for its slow pace and failure to deal with the deep-rootedness of gender inequality as well as the incremental nature of reforms over a lengthy timeframe (Gatrell and Swan, 2008) . McTavish and Miller (2006: 5) have argued that "there exists a male-dominated leadership echelon and masculine organisation culture in UK and European organisations, which knowing that undervaluing female employees is illegal, continued to do so for more than 30 years". It is claimed in this context that policymakers and governing bodies may have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo because they are men (Thomson and Laurent, 2015: 8; Durbin, 2016: 15-17) . Sattelberger (2011: 429) , formerly Board Member of one of Germany's largest companies, Telekom, has observed "big words for big projects, in the foreground a bowing to a big conviction, awards collected for activities without corresponding results, in the background silent ignoring, forgetfulness, unconscious denial, subtle sabotage, or acceptance of a lack of change" 8 .
"There is a compelling business case for gender parity"
The existence of a business case is increasingly recognised.
(European Commission, 2012: 2)
A key case put forward in favour of gender parity by those who acknowledge that we are not there yet is that having more women in leadership positions is advantageous both for individual companies and for the economy at large. The key tenets of the business case narrative are:
Tapping into women's economic potential would add a 'third billion' of individuals to the workforce, contributing to the global economy and stimulating growth. In times of an ageing population and skills shortages we can no longer afford to miss out on half the talent. More women in management positions provide a better mirror of the consumer market where women control the majority of spending decisions. More women on Boards makes for better governance, ethics, decision-making, creativity and innovation. More women at top levels of an organisation leads to better organisational and financial results. More women in top positions will pave the way for even greater numbers of women.
The "business case" narratives. The potential impact of women-as the "third billion"-on the global economy has been projected to be at least as significant as that of China's and India's respective 1-billion-plus populations (Aguirre and Sabbagh, 2010) . Consultants McKinsey (Woetzel et al., 2015) assess that US$12 trillion could be added to global GDP by 2025 by advancing women's equality. In early 2016, consulting firm Boston Consulting Group calculated that €200 billion of additional value could be added to the German economy alone from tapping into the "dormant potential of women" (Lorenzo et al., 2016) . In 2013 the Women's Business Council, which advises the UK Government, concluded that "by equalising the labour force participation rates of men and women, the United Kingdom could further increase GDP per capita growth by 0.5 percentage points per year, with potential gains of 10% of GDP by 2030". Supporters of the talent pool logic argue that women are an underutilised resource and that making better use of the aforementioned 60% of academically qualified women will yield significant business benefits. "Warren Buffet, that successful and celebrated investor, famously said that he has done so well because, in a male-dominated world, he only has to compete against half of the population" (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 177) .
Women, it is claimed, control 70-85% of all consumer purchasing, through a combination of buying power and influence (Brennan, 2015) . According to the Harvard Business Review "women now drive the world economy" (Silverstein and Sayre, 2009 ); more women in management positions, therefore, would provide a broader insight into economic behaviour and consumer choices, and might boost sales from products and services that are more in line with consumers' needs and preferences. In this context, academics Singh et al. (2006: 133) note that "understanding the female customer, purchaser, stakeholder, client and employee perspective may be difficult for an all-male board."
The McKinsey Women Matter (Desvaux et al., 2007 (Desvaux et al., , 2010 ) studies have made the case that companies with three or more women in senior management functions score higher than companies with no women at the top on nine criteria including leadership and direction. Other studies have linked female diversity to creativity and innovation, for example a study of 1,000 international teams conducted by London Business School (Gratton et al., 2007) . There is a view that women bring a different and complementary range of experience, opinions and angles, leading to a wider range of thinking processes and ARTICLE PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1057/palcomms.2017.9 decisions based on evaluating more alternatives compared to a more homogenous group of men. Several studies have shown that the quality of corporate governance and ethical behaviour is high in companies with a high share of women on Boards Ferreira, 2009, Abbott et al., 2012) with researchers theorising "that the female board member contributes to better independence of the board, improved monitoring, and reduced 'group think' " (Catalyst, 2013: 8) . An empirical study examining more than 900,000 private limited UK companies found that companies with female directors had a lower risk of insolvency (Wilson and Altanlar, 2009 ) and "some ask whether the financial crisis would have been as bad had Lehman Brothers been Lehman Sisters, given research suggesting a link between testosterone levels and risk-taking" (Schumpeter, 2015) . This comment references research by the Cambridge University neuroscientist Coates (2012) , who found that when it comes to making and losing money women may be less hormonally reactive then men.
Improved financial performance is regarded "by some people in the commercial world as the most important part [of the business case] […] and great efforts have been made to demonstrate that it is true." (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 180) . Since 2004, a series of studies by consulting and research firms as well as academics have claimed that companies with the most women board directors show better financial performance (Catalyst, 2004; Joy et al., 2007; Kotiranta et al. 2007; Desvaux et al. 2007 and Deszo and Ross, 2008; Adler, 2009; Herring, 2009 ,Carter and Wagner, 2011 , Credit Suisse, 2012 . For example, Desvaux et al. (2007) showed that companies with the most gender-diverse management teams had 1.7 times higher stock price growth and their average operating profit was almost double compared to the industry average; in 2010 they reported a 41% higher return on equity for companies with the highest share of women directors compared to companies with no women on their boards. Catalyst (2007) found that companies with most women directors outperformed those with the least in terms of return on equity (53% higher) return on sales (42% higher) and return on invested capital (66% higher), in 2011 they assessed the latter as 26% higher.
And women, it is argued, will pave the way for more women: the claim is that women in leadership positions will ensure a greater influx of additional women once "critical mass" is achieved (Joecks et al., 2013) . "Women will tear down the external barriers [to women's advancement] once we achieve leadership roles. We will march into our bosses' offices and demand what we need […] . Or better yet, we'll become bosses and make sure all women have what they need" (Sheryl Sandberg, cited in Slaughter, 2015: 16) .
Counternarratives. No great shifts have been noted at the very top of organisations since the economic argument was first made around a decade ago. In Germany, the Boston Consultancy Group has observed (Lorenzo et al., 2016: 4) that "despite years of debate about the advantages of gender diversity in corporations, management positions are still mainly the preserve of men" (Lorenzo et al., 2016: 5) . The trajectory can even be downward: Coleman (2011: 3) notes that the 2009 edition of the Sex and Power index published by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) recorded fewer women in six categories than there had been over the 5 years previously.
Like any other commercial business case, the gender parity case relies on the validity of its assumption set. It hinges on narratives about differences in the leadership styles of men and women, where "feminine" styles are deemed more likely to engender success and more suited to modern businesses. A range of academic research suggests that this is not the case. In her study of 917 managers in Norway, the sociologist Solberg (2013) concluded that men's and women's leadership styles differ only marginally: nearly as many male managers show a "feminine" leadership style as there are female managers with a "masculine" leadership style. A 2015 article in The Economist concluded: "those arguing that women leaders are different, and better, may have the best of intentions. But they are piling flimsy evidence on dubious argument to produce politically correct hokum. In some societies such claims risk reinforcing stereotypes about the sort of job that women are 'good for' " (Schumpeter, 2015) .
Academic evidence appears to not underpin the claims made by Catalyst, McKinsey, the Davies report and numerous journalists, that more women lead to better financial results: academics Van Dijk et al. (2012) completed a meta-analysis that showed that the link between diversity and positive performance may be based on rater biases. Professor of psychology and management Alice Eagly, citing two meta-analyses, one of 140 studies on Board gender diversity (Post and Byron, 2015) and one of 20 studies (Pletzer et al., 2015) concludes that "despite advocates' insistence that women on boards enhance corporate performance and that diversity of task groups enhances their performance, research findings are mixed, and repeated meta-analyses have yielded average correlational findings that are null or extremely small" (Eagly, 2016: 119) .
Sociologist Kreissl (2000: 10) wonders whether indeed the few successful women in classical male professions are so successful because in reality they are the "better men" and have internalised the value system of competition, assertiveness and egotism to perfection. Academic Maier (1999: 89) has similar observations, namely women in dominant positions tend to internalize a requirement for "becoming like men". It is "difficult for women to fit in without making themselves into clones of the men they see around them" (Tutchell and Edmonds 2015: 9) . Sociology Professor Wajcman (1998: 7-8 ) has described masculine behaviour as a necessary success criterion: "Women's presence in the world of men is conditional on them being willing to modify their behaviour to become more like men or to be perceived as more male than men". Gini (2001) goes further to claim that women feel they have to beat men at their own game by demonstrating they can be tougher and more resilient. At a recent panel on "female quotas or other routes to Board diversity" (March 2016) I heard a woman in a Non-Executive Board role report with pride that male Board members compliment her on being likeable because she is "not really a woman", and another woman describing men who affirm "we are okay with you, other females start to cry, are incompetent and in any case we can't find any".
"Trickle-down" feminism, too, has its counternarrative. Back in 1949, De Beauvoir (1979: 21) pointed out that women are neither a minority group nor a homogenous unit with a common history, culture, religion or social class, and according to academics (Mattis, 1993; Rindfleish, 2000; Mavin, 2006) , sisterhood and solidarity behaviour sets expectations that senior women do not want to or cannot fulfil, and they often dislike being singled out on the basis of their gender. An example is Julia Jäkel, CEO of the German publishing house Gruner+Jahr:
Just because I am a woman, do I stand for women's issues? Wake up, folks: I studied history and politics, and my hobby horse was international affairs. Are you nuts? I worked for the Financial Times Germany, was responsible for magazine titles like Beef and National Geographic-all boys' titles. I've only been pushed into the girls' corner since I started sitting on the Board 9 . (Häming and Tietz, 2012) . Foster (2016: 79) attacks the trickle-down narrative as demeaning, unfair and narrow-sighted: "The idea that women in power act for other women is not only insulting-men are rarely assumed to do so […]-but also neatly overlooks competing interests". For example, Margaret Thatcher promoted few women and her son described her as "the toughest man on the government" (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 229) . She was "harming thousands of women's lives and communities because her class interests mattered for more to her than any modicum of gender solidarity" (Foster, 2016: 79) . These kinds of counternarratives suggest that the few women who have made it into top positions are "tokens", yet they are viewed as representative of the entire female community (Kanter, 1977) . 10 and brush the glass ceiling shards out of your hair 11 : it is women's choice to not run the world Why don't women run the world? Maybe it's because they don't want to. Lisa Belkin (2003) In Britain and Germany and further afield a much touted reason for female underrepresentation in leadership is women's own choices. The key narratives are that women lack the ambition and appetite for power; women are holding themselves back and need to grow in confidence; and success is down to individual effort (any woman willing to work hard can make it to the top).
Lean in
Narratives of lack. Women's lack of desire for power and its associated benefits is allegedly the reason why they are overtaken by men in their careers after outperforming boys at school and being awarded more university degrees (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 176) . Hakim claims that 50% of UK women accept the sexual division of labour and treat work as a secondary activity to fit around their domestic arrangements (1996) , and that men and women often have different life-goals: "Despite feminist claims, the truth is that most men and women have different career aspirations and priorities" (2011: summary). She has argued that men are far more "careerist" than women (2011: 22) and in her "preference theory" she contends that only 20% of women will prioritize work, instead choosing to be "home-centred" (Hakim, 2004: 14-15) . In August 2016, Kevin Roberts, then chairman of UK advertising network Saatchi & Saatchi 12 claimed that women's ambition "is not a vertical ambition, it's this intrinsic, circular ambition to be happy." (O'Reilly, 2016) . A 2003 New York Times Magazine article, "The opt out revolution", lays the blame on women's rejection of the workplace as they are "increasingly deciding that they don't want to do what it takes to get there" (Belkin, 2003) . The decreasing proportion of women as seniority rank rises has been described as the 'leaky pipe' syndrome. Peninah Thomson, who runs a cross-mentoring programme for FTSE-listed companies, speculates that it is down to women opting out because of "the risks they perceive in seeking high office, perhaps, or the pressure, the work load, the impoverishment of their family life that they fear would accompany promotion to high office" (Thomson and Laurent, 2015: 148) .
In Germany, women have been described as cowards who withdraw into the comfort of coupled life and motherhood (Bierach, 2002; Mika, 2012) and fail to enjoy the competitive pressure of a job (Mika 2012: 12-13) . They are accused of being dim-witted, lazy and dishonest: "dim-witted because they don't grab what's rightfully theirs. Lazy because they find the continued wrestle for projects, budgets and resources too exhausting come their mid-30 s at the latest, and too political. Dishonest, because they won't admit that they voluntarily withdraw into private life and blame the glass ceiling for this decision." 13 (Bierach and Thorborg, 2006: 21) . In this view it is not men's fault: women in Germany are accused of suffering from Stockholm syndrome (Mika 2012: 19, 26 ) rather than pulling their weight to address the lack of parity in positions of power. The status quo is portrayed as the conscious and voluntary choice of a 52% strong female majority (Bierach and Thorborg, 2006: 22; Mika, 2012: 18-19) .
In addition to a lack of career ambition, the most often-cited barriers to women's progress into senior leadership are lack of self-belief and confidence (ILM, 2011; Credit Suisse, 2012; CMI, 2013; Durbin, 2016; Owen, 2015) . Numerous courses have been launched to help women assert themselves and gain "a seat at the table" (Fidelio Partners, 2016), such as (for example) the Cambridge Judge Business School's Rising Women Leaders Programme. Professor Sucheta Nadkarni, who leads the initiative, explains what "female millennials with ambition" can do "on an individual level to practically and positively increase their chances of securing a top job", "setting aside the doom and gloom figures". (Judge Business School, January 2017). Professor of Sociology of Organisations Alicia E. Kaufman claims that while much has been said about stereotypes and the traditional roles of women, the real crux of the matter is that women are blocking their own access to upper management. She claims that they "participate as much as or more than men in their own 'devaluation' ". Kaufman cites "innocuous patterns" that limit women's capacity for thought, action and decision-making and "self-imposed demands" leading women to a level of exhaustion that "sometimes ends in anxiety attacks " (2008: 10, 30, 139) .
"Lack" narratives say that women need to try harder. Men have made the rules (Looman, 2011) and "maleness" is inherent to management (Schein, 2007; McInerney-Lacombe et al, 2008; . Women must and can do their best to fit in: a plethora of guidebooks and "cheery instruction manual(s) for how to navigate modern patriarchy" (Penny, 2014: 1) suggest that a woman's way to the top is through individual effort and smart play (Frankel, 2005; Knaths, 2009; Schneider, 2011; Edelburg 2012; Och and Daniels 2013) . In the United Kingdom, facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg has sold more than 2 million copies of Lean In. Women and the Will to Lead (2012), a book which claims that any woman willing to work hard can climb the corporate ladder all the way to the top: it is simply about not taking her "foot off the gas". Sandberg's central argument is that it is women's behaviour that causes gender inequality, rather than patriarchal power structures in work and society. This is an old premise: when Betty Friedan, in 1963, described "the problem that has no name" of housewives asking themselves "is this all?", a New York Times reviewer responded "The fault, dear Mrs Friedan, is not in the culture but in ourselves" (Rhode and Kellerman, 2007: 4) . "There are supposed to be no structural problems, just individual maladaptation", comments Penny (2014: 7) , and women are advised to concentrate on benefits arising from networking, mentoring and following the career advice of female role models (Coleman, 2011; Durbin, 2016) . When asked to comment on the secrets of their success, reports Coleman, successful women tend to claim that anyone with "dogged determination, confidence and clarity" as well as "enthusiasm, passion and commitment" and who works harder than any man can make it to the top (Coleman, 2011: 47, 50) . The tenor of these contributions is that women are just not trying hard enough and leave the football pitch, arguing that all the kicking and offside rules are too tough and only made for men (Bierach and Thorborg, 2006: 43) .
Counter-narratives: "Think manager, think male" (Schein, 1975) . Academic research often suggests that women's path to success is fraught with difficulties that are not within their own gift to resolve, neither with the help of confidence training nor by redoubling their effort. Women's advancement in a male-centric system seems to resemble a tight-rope walk, in which women might fall ARTICLE PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1057/palcomms.2017.9 from grace at any moment by making the wrong behavioural or linguistic move as they are faced with deeply engrained gender prejudices and cultural behaviour expectations. Banyard (2011: 8) claims that indeed "at some point in human history the concept of female inferiority was woven into the very fabric of how we see ourselves, how we treat each other, and how we organise society." Virginia Schein, work-and organizational psychologist, has confirmed managerial sex typing as a major psychological barrier to the advancement of women ("think manager-think male") and a global phenomenon (Schein, 1973 (Schein, , 1975 (Schein, , 2001 (Schein, , 2007 . Recent studies confirmed that women still struggle to break through the "glass ceiling"-a term coined in the 1980s-because of their difficulty in fitting into the prevailing male culture, and as a result are being treated as a minority group (Kaufman, 2008: 8) . Newer metaphors include "glass cliffs" on which women are set up to fail, as they feel compelled to accept highly risky and highly visibly appointments which men might refuse (Ryan and Haslam, 2005) , as well as the "labyrinth" (Eagly and Carli, 2007) that describes the obstacles women can expect to face at multiple points in their career. Hakim's (1996 Hakim's ( , 2004 ) thesis of women looking upon work as a secondary activity has been critiqued widely (for example Bradley, 1996; Ginn et al, 1996; Crompton and Harris 1998; McRae, 2003 and Coleman, 2011) . Tutchell and Edmonds (2015: 176) have identified women's alleged lack of will and ambition as "a circular and perverse argument in the face of a mountain of evidence" that suggests women do not have the same opportunities. Wizorek has suggested that no "Lean In" or self-confidence coaching will help where predominantly discriminatory structures are at work (2014: 36). Aviva Wittenberg-Cox, founder of the gender consultancy 20-first has argued that "women are working far too hard at an issue actually beyond their power to solve. Corporate leaders must recognize that additional womendominated efforts are not the way to get companies to take the gender issue seriously" (Thomson and Laurent, 2015: 114) . US academic Slaughter (2015: 16) believes that structural change is a necessary to complement individual effort: "Lean In tells you how to survive and win in what is still fundamentally a men's world, while making what changes you can when you reach the top. That is important, but much broader social, political and cultural change is also necessary. It cannot be achieved within the system, corporation by corporation, one progressive female CEO at the time".
Economists Gneezy et al. (2008) have revealed that societies are both subtly and overtly teaching females to behave and approach risk in certain ways, resulting in a socially constructed lack of competitiveness among women. Such factors can lead to a socially acceptable expressed lack of ambition by women, but does not mean women are unambitious or do not want a career.
Organisational psychologists Peters et al. (2013: 4) have analysed the so-called 'opt-out revolution' and found that women's lack of career ambition contributes to lack of representation at top levels; but rather than being biological or innate the observed differences "emerge as a consequence of subtle psychological processes related to stereotypes that are widely held about the characteristics of women, men and leaders". These include women's sense of dissimilarity to leader stereotypes ("think manager-think male"); a decade of evidence on the "glass cliff" (Ryan and Haslam, 2005) , a metaphor which describes women in leadership positions that seem set up for failure ("think crisis-think female"; Ryan et al, 2011) and the fact that men get paid more money for equivalent work, which leads to lower satisfaction and motivation.
In many studies, gender stereotyping and the "male as norm" phenomenon stand out as a crucial inhibitor of women's progress to the top echelons of leadership (Durbin, 2016 : 23, Catalyst, 2002 . The definition of women as "minus-males" (Spender, 1985) has been perpetuated for centuries. In the 1980s, the linguist Dale Spender described women's structural problem with the "male-as-norm syndrome" in which women find it hard to occupy a positive space (Spender, 1985: 2) . Aristotle, who according to the Encyclopaedia Britannica was the first genuine scientist in history-or according to Penny (2014: 113) a "vicious misogynist whom people have paid attention to for two thousand years"-saw women as inferior, incomplete, deformed males (Aristotle, 330 BC, History of Animals, Book IX quoted in Borghini, 2016) . Medieval and early modern societies saw women as defective, less intelligent and less rational beings who were less able to control their passions and therefore prone to immorality. In the less distant past, Otto Weininger in his 1903 bestseller Geschlecht und Charakter (Sex and Character; Weininger, 1997) described the female aspect as passive, unproductive, unconscious, amoral and illogical. In 1949, De Beauvoir (1979: 25) wrote that legislators, priests, philosophers, and scholars have dedicated themselves to demonstrating that woman's subordinate role was wanted by the heavens and profitable to the earth. Durbin (2016: 24) claims that gender norms about women in society and the beliefs about women's role in society still work against women and that a masculine culture prevails.
Where men are perceived as "unencumbered" and "ideal" workers with "agentic" qualities, namely aggressive achievementorientation, women's commitment to work is questionedespecially if they are mothers. Women's "communal" and more relationship-centric styles are judged less suitable for powerful leadership positions (Durbin, 2016 : 24-25 citing Rosener, 1990 Acker, 1990; Bass and Aviolo, 1997; Cockburn, 1991; Swanberg, 2004; Caleo and Heilman, 2014) . Women are described as better decision-makers, problem-solvers, innovators, more empathic, more emotionally intelligent, more team-oriented, better at multitasking, less aggressive, more transformational and more effective leaders (Bierach and Thorborg, 2006; Eagly and Carli, 2007; Barsh, 2014) . Men see these traits as non-essential in a top leader. A 2005 survey identified as "typically female" the ability to teamwork, diplomacy, humbleness, ability to form consensus and face conflict. 94% of male leaders who responded were convinced that these qualities don't bring any benefit to an organization (Bierach and Thorborg, 2006: 12) . Schein (2007) found that 20 years after her original research a large majority of British men still insisted that women do not have what it takes to be a successful manager. The research also revealed that leaders should be tough and decisive; the image of a male hero leading his men to victory is supported by a plethora of metaphors from the sporting and military arenas. Although in theory (Baecker, 2014) , the heroic leadership model centred on personality cult and charisma has been challenged, recent research (Rojo and Esteban, 2003: 245; Singh et al., 2006) suggests that it is still alive in the form of role models, in training materials and everyday organizational discourses (see Baxter, 2010: 26) .
According to academics across multiple disciplines, cultural expectations of how women are supposed to behave are fundamental to answering questions of female leadership and power. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (2001) has analysed the power differential between men and women as the result of an inseparable interaction between the individual and society. Political scientist Marieke Looman (2011) refers to him when she claims that the androcentric view of the world is constantly self-justifying through its practices, for example the "natural" behaviours and body language expected of a woman, such as smiling, looking bashfully at the ground, tolerating interruptions, or taking small and fast steps (2010: 11). Recent research (Catalyst, 2007; Looman, 2011: 18; Tannen, 2016) has emphasised the notion of "double-bind" in which women with access to positions of power find themselves: if they act like men they question men's natural birth right to hold the position of power and this threatens a loss of the necessary attributes of femininity, yet if they act like women they appear unsuitable and incompetent for the job. If a woman copies the behaviour of a typical alpha male she will not be liked; in a woman, such behaviour attracts a list of unpleasant labels ("hard bitch", "scary, bossy, (…) tough, mean, bullying, moody, irrational" (Baxter 2010: 15) ) and her "femininity is routinely assailed" (Fels, 2004: 10) , whereas if she adopts a softer manner she will not get what she wants and be perceived as weak and lacking in leadership ability (Tutchell and Edmonds 2015: 10; Williams, 2013) . Robin Lakoff, author of the 1975 classic Language and Woman's Place, (Lakoff, 2004) explains that when women do not talk and act as we expect them to, they are bound to lose our trust. When a woman is assertive, makes demands or shows ambition-a behaviour acceptable in men-she is criticised or even penalised (Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015: 81) .
In assessments, women receive more criticism and their behaviour is interpreted through a different lens; for example, they are described as "abrasive" where a man might be seen as "confident" (Wehrle, 2014; Snyder 2014) . There is also substantial and consistent evidence that women receive less recognition than men, from pre-school all the way through to their professional career. Several studies show how items ascribed to a man are rated higher, and that women evaluators are as likely as men to downgrade items ascribed to women (Fels, 2004) . Baitsch (2004: 7) found that the arguments on which men and women are recommended for leadership positions and the vocabulary used differs substantially. He concludes that one has to assume that language mirrors the patterns of observation and interpretation, and thus it follows that men and women are measured with different yardsticks even when they are being considered for identical roles. The double standards that apply to men and women show up in language: different words are used for men and women to describe identical behaviour, both in the United Kingdom and in Germany:
Men who put themselves forward at work are "assertive", women who do the same are more often "pushy" or "bossy"; men are "persistent" whereas women are "nagging"; men are "frustrated", women "upset". A man has a lot to say; a woman is "chatty". A man discusses the doings of his colleagues and rivals; a woman "gossips" (Johnson, 2016) .
If a man makes demands in short and explicitly worded sentences it is interpreted as assertiveness. If a woman displays the same behaviour she is said to have a 'sharp tongue' or to be 'bitchy' 14 . (Henn, 2012: 195) .
Numerous academics have argued that gendered discourses exist to underpin the attitudes and norms operating in an organization, and that organisations themselves can also be described as gendered, indeed are profoundly gendered (for example Acker, 1990; Calás and Smircic, 1991; Gherardi, 1995; Alvesson and Billing 1997; Bargiela-Chiappini and Harris, 1997; Gherardi et al., 2003; Thomas and Davies, 2005 quoted in Kelan, 2008 , and Kanter, 1977 . In her analysis of gendered discourses in management literature, Professor Elisabeth Kelan, 2008 has noted explicit masculinity, with standard managers showing up as male, white and heterosexual (for instance Ferguson, 1994 , Gerhard et al. 1992 ) and the systematic use of the male pronoun (Alvesson and Billing 1997; Green et al. 2001) , as well as implicit masculinity though the persistent use of sport metaphors or of linguistic constructions such as "penetrating markets" (Collinson and Hearn, 2005: 264 quoted in Kelan, 2008) . Military expressions such as "leading a big battalion" or "talking to the troops" are common in business speak. People who chair meetings are called chairmen, whether they are women or men. Kelan (2008) concludes that "even before women enter the picture, management discourses are 'already male gendered' ". Linguist Judith Baxter (2010: 14) typifies male-dominated, gender-divided and gender-multiple organisations, which are "talked into being" as products of gendered discourses which are then systematically reproduced to maintain this social construction of reality. Language, discourse and images inside organisations are loaded with expressions that attempt to perpetuate gender division and sexist clichés, claims academic Sarrió (according to Kaufman, 2008: 52) . Women also have to develop "a special kind of linguistic expertise in order to be viewed positively as effective leaders" (Baxter 2010: xii) and strike a tone which does not contrast uncomfortably with masculine business norms (Baxter 2010: 150) . In doing so, women have to employ a language which is "not of their own making" (Spender, 1985: 12) . Men tend to use language to command and control, "asserting their dominance through verbosity, name-dropping, subtle or overt boasting, and entertainment strategies such as jokes and anecdotes" (Baxter 2010: 18) . Women are expected to listen, agree, support and be amused, certainly not to interrupt, challenge male authority or upset the status quo.
In 2010, Germany's Federal Department for Family, Elderly, Women and Youth published a representative study of 511 male and female leaders which revealed "massive informal and cultural bulwarks against women with different and overcrossing mentality patterns acting as barrier and lock" 15 (Wippermann, 2010: 8) . Three dominant mentality types emerged as "guardians of the glass ceiling" 16 in Germany. These are: 1) the type that excludes women on social-conservative grounds, postulating that a leader needs a stable family background and orderly conditions and critiquing women as "grim lone fighters" if they try to surpass men by "overcompensating" male behaviour; 2) a pseudo-emancipated mentality, in principle open to equality and women in middle management, but constructing women as unsuited to the "different sport" of top management because of gender role expectations (women would come across as unfeminine and damage company image and brand); 3) the gender-blind individualistic attitude that bemoans a lack of authentic and flexible women in the market. Typically, all these mentality types are represented in a company, creating multidimensional barriers as women cannot meet all expectations simultaneously.
Conclusions
The situation in Britain and Germany is remarkably similar. That may seem unsurprising, given the two countries share the same "collective programming of the mind" when it comes to two important dimensions of national culture as defined by academics Hofstede and Hofstede (2005: 43, 46, 120-121) : power distance ("the extent to which less powerful members of organisations expect and accept that power is distributed unequally") and masculinity ("emotional gender roles are clearly distinct: men are supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success, whereas women are supposed to be more modest, tender and concerned with the quality of life"). In both countries, current efforts and debate are centred on women on Boards, who hold governance roles, rather than decision-making powers. "Nonexecutive directors play an important role as the guardians of values, challenging decisions and managing risk. But it is the job of executives-the sleeves-rolled-up leaders in our society-to run organisations on a daily basis. We don't have enough women who are executive leaders in the United Kingdom-the CEOs, the CFOs, the heads of operating divisions, the MDs and partners" (Carolyn Fairbairn, Director General of the Confederation of British Industry in Vinnicombe et al, July 2016). The general consensus in Germany and Britain (and across Europe) has been that when women hold 25% of non-executive roles, that indicates gender parity success-only in mid-2016 was the UK target adjusted to "33% by 2020". In Germany, the March 2015 ratification of a 25% female quota (Frauenquote) for supervisory Boards has stirred controversy. The end of all-male FTSE 100 Boards and the achievement of 26.1% female NEDs (in FTSE 100 companies only, and only on average) in late 2015 was cause for great celebration by the government (Lord Davies, 2015) ; even though all it took was for each of the FTSE 100 companies to appoint one additional woman to their Board within a 4-year time frame, and even though only just over half of FTSE 100 boards had actually met or exceeded the target by October 2015. The effort has also led to a sharp reduction in the number of women in Executive Committees in the United Kingdom holding real decision-making mandates (Thomson and Laurent, 2015: 157) . Even the most strident proponents of gender parity are curtailing their ambition to 40:60 at best (30% Club, Wolf, 2013; Thomson and Laurent, 2015) . They are betting on "diplomacy and negotiation, rather than force majeure" and on complimenting "senior members of the business elite willing to engage in conversation" into throwing a little weight behind greater parity: "it is hard to exaggerate the importance of the willingness of these very distinguished business people to give a helping hand to able women as they climb up the last few rungs of organizational hierarchies" (Thomson and Laurent, 2015: 10-11) . In this context, it appears important not to remove too much privilege from men. An example is the sharp increase in the number of Non-Executive roles on FTSE 100 Boards since 1999, which made it easier to appoint 25% of women without replacing too many men already in post. De Beauvoir (1979: 21) remarked on this phenomenon that the feminist movement has never been more than a symbolic agitation, in which women have only won what men were prepared to concede; they took nothing: they were given things 17 .
The findings presented above indicate first of all a widely held belief in both Germany and Britain that the struggle for gender equality is effectively over. Yet the statistics tell a different story, and suggest that we have not come as far as popular discourses suggest. A new generation of feminists is speaking out, claiming that gender equality continues to be one of the most urgent and relevant social justice campaigns today.
Second, the key case put forward in favour of gender parity is that having more women in leadership positions is advantageous both for individual companies and for the economy at large. However, no great shifts have been noted at the very top of organizations since that economic argument was first made around a decade ago. In addition, academic evidence appears to not underpin the claims made by Catalyst, McKinsey, the Davies report and numerous journalists, that more women means better financial results. Meta-studies and several meta-analyses have shown the correlation is at best extremely small. Eagly (2016) worries that gender parity advocates (for example Catalyst, 2004; Desvaux et al. 2007 and have used social science data in a selective and inaccurate way, and that the business case put forward by advocacy and consulting firms does not meet the standards of economics and management disciplines: these studies would certainly not be publishable in academic journals because of the elementary form of their data presentations.
[…] Does it matter that the studies are academically substandard? The answer to this question is an emphatic yes. Statistically trained investigators, and perhaps even students who have had one or two statistics courses, would recommend at least the presentation of correlation. (Eagly, 2016: 201) Yet their "findings" are referred to in media and government reports (for example Vinnicombe et al. 2016: 30) as "delivering unassailable proof that accelerating women's advancement in the workplace produces better outcomes" (Women's Business Council, 2013) . If the business case for parity is indeed unreliable, does it follow that gender parity is not worthwhile? A number of writers (Kreissl, 2000; Banyard, 2011; Penny, 2014; Foster, 2016; Eagly, 2016; Tutchell and Edmonds, 2015; Slaughter, 2015) have deplored the absence of social justice arguments, an overemphasis on capitalist principles of shareholder value and the incompleteness of the narrative which focuses on educated, middle-class, heterosexual, white women. Working class and underprivileged women feature as invisible mass of cleaners and nannies, enabling "modern woman" to pursue her career (Kreissl, 2000) . There is no mention of those for whom opting out is financially not an option, of LGBT, or of women of colour. In this context, the business case narrative has been dismissed as "corporate feminism" (Foster, 2016 , Penny, 2014 .
Finally, a much touted reason for female underrepresentation in leadership is women's own choices. It is claimed that they lack the ambition and appetite for power and need to grow in confidence: any woman willing to work hard can make it to the top. However, there is evidence that the stark absence of women in positions of power cannot be blamed on individual failure. Rather, women face a "complex of difficulties that are related and in some cases overlap" (Tutchell and Edmonds 2015: 14) and their advancement in quintessentially androcentric environments resembles a tight-rope walk as they are faced with deeply engrained gender prejudices and cultural behaviour expectations.
Statistics and empirical and anecdotal evidence suggest that the prospects of gender equality at the top occurring in our lifetime are dismal. In spite of this, the dominant narratives-which are rarely evidence-based-optimistically put forward the notion that we are on the right track. "Societies tell themselves necessary fictions in the same way that individuals and families do," writes Wolf, citing Ibsen ("Henrik Ibsen called them 'vital lies' "), and psychologist Daniel Goleman: "the collusion is maintained by directing attention away from the fearsome fact, or by repackaging its meaning in an acceptable format" (Wolf, 1991: 17) . These stories have an impact on individual identities, possibilities and ambitions, and contribute to the collective discourses that shape a cultural atmosphere. They are impossible to escape and difficult not to collude in. German writer Morgner (2011: 93) famously noted that women do not only live in patriarchy; it also lives within them 18 . It appears indeed difficult to progress into senior leadership in a system without being part of it, subscribing to its rules, value and stories: Kreissl (2000: 128, 156) writes that "every open or intense attack on the current status quo results in exclusion from the circle of serious contemporaries" 19 .
The dominant discourse seems designed to reassure those in power that the lack of women in top positions is not owed to their actions (or lack thereof). It tells us that cognitive dissonances can be reframed with positive psychology. It offers women self-help advice on how to win, individually, within a quintessentially androcentric and misogynist cultural atmosphere. That makes the ideal modern career woman a "neo-liberal hero triumphing on the markets' own terms without overturning any hierarchies" (Penny, 2014: 3) . The appeal of such narratives is plain: people want to hear that they can change things; that "the fate of their careers and families is within their control.
[…] It's the message any young person coming out of school and looking forward to her life wants to hear. It's the reason that optimists do better in life than pessimists. It's the source of both hope and resilience"; Slaughter (2015: 14) likens the principle to the American Dream. It lets a small number of outliers through, while keeping the rest in place and in hope.
Notes

